On the lifespan of virgin T lymphocytes.
To study the lifespan of virgin T lymphocytes, we removed the thymus from adult female mice and then, at various times afterward, tested their ability to mount an immune response to a newly encountered Ag, the male Ag H-Y. We found that unprimed thymectomized mice were able to generate a primary response to H-Y for some time after thymectomy but lost this ability at approximately 6 mo. In contrast, mice that were primed to H-Y just after thymectomy continued to display immunological memory to H-Y for >1 year. These experiments show that primary immune responses disappear in the absence of a thymus.